
Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief 
As Punjabi villagers say, “You never really know who a man is until you know who his 
grandfather and his ancestors were” 

Richard Kurin 

I was full of confidence when—equipped with a scholarly proposal, blessings from my advisers, 
and generous research grants—I set out to study village social structure in the Punjab province of 
Pakistan. But after looking for an appropriate fieldwork site for several weeks without success, I 
began to think that my research project would never get off the ground. Daily I would seek out 
villages aboard my puttering motor scooter, traversing the dusty dirt roads, footpaths, and 
irrigation ditches that crisscross the Punjab. But I couldn’t seem to find a village amenable to 
study. The major problem was that the villagers I did approach were baffled by my presence. 
They could not understand why anyone would travel ten thousand miles from home to a foreign 
country in order to live in a poor village, interview illiterate peasants, and then write a book 
about it. Life, they were sure, was to be lived, not written about. Besides, they thought, what of 
any importance could they possibly tell me? Committed as I was to ethnographic research, I 
readily understood their viewpoint. I was a babu log—literally, a noble; figuratively, a clerk; and 
simply, a person of the city. I rode a motor scooter, wore tight-fitting clothing, and spoke Urdu, a 
language associated with the urban literary elite. Obviously, I did not belong, and the villagers 
simply did not see me fitting into their society. 

The Punjab, a region about the size of Colorado, straddles the northern border of India and 
Pakistan. Partitioned between the two countries in 1947, the Punjab now consists of a western 
province, inhabited by Muslims, and an eastern one, populated in the main by Sikhs and Hindus. 
As its name implies—punj meaning “five” and ab meaning “rivers”—the region is endowed with 
plentiful resources to support widespread agriculture and a large rural population. The Punjab 
has traditionally supplied grains, produce, and dairy products to the peoples of neighboring and 
considerably more arid states, earning it a reputation as the breadbasket of southern Asia. 

Given this predilection for agriculture, Punjabis like to emphasize that they are earthy people, 
having values they see as consonant with rural life. These values include an appreciation of, and 
trust in, nature; simplicity and directness of expression; an awareness of the basic drives and 
desires that motivate men (namely, zan, zar, zamin—“women, wealth, land”); a concern with 
honor and shame as abiding principles of social organization; and for Muslims, a deep faith in 
Allah and the teachings of his prophet Mohammed. 

Besides being known for its fertile soils, life-giving rivers, and superlative agriculturists, the 
Punjab is also perceived as a zone of transitional culture, a region that has experienced repeated 
invasions of people from western and central Asia into the Indian subcontinent. Over the last 
four thousand years, numerous groups, among them Scythians, Parthians, Huns, Greeks, Moguls, 
Persians, Afghans, and Turks, have entered the subcontinent through the Punjab in search of 
bountiful land, riches, or power. Although Punjabis—notably Rajputs, Sikhs, and Jats—have a 
reputation for courage and fortitude on the battlefield, their primary, self-professed strength has 
been their ability to incorporate new, exogenous elements into their society with a minimum of 
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conflict. Punjabis are proud that theirs is a multiethnic society in which diverse groups have been 
largely unified by a common language and by common customs and traditions. 

Given this background, I had not expected much difficulty in locating a village in which to settle 
and conduct my research. As an anthropologist, I viewed myself as an “earthy” social scientist 
who, being concerned with basics, would have a good deal in common with rural Punjabis. True, 
I might be looked on as an invader of a sort; but I was benevolent, and sensing this, villagers 
were sure to incorporate me into their society with even greater ease than was the case for the 
would-be conquering armies that had preceded me. Indeed, they would welcome me with open 
arms. 

I was wrong. The villages whom I approached attributed my desire to live with them either to 
neurotic delusions or nefarious ulterior motives. Perhaps, so the arguments went, I was really 
after women, land, or wealth. 

On the day I had decided would be my last in search of a village, I was driving along a road 
when I saw a farmer running through a rice field waving me down. I stopped and he climbed on 
the scooter. Figuring I had nothing to lose, I began to explain why I wanted to live in a village. 
To my surprise and delight, he was very receptive, and after sharing a pomegranate milkshake at 
a roadside shop, he invited me to his home. His name was Allah Ditta, which means “God 
given,” and I took this as a sign that I had indeed found my village. 

“My” village turned out to be a settlement of about fifteen hundred people, mostly of the Nunari 
qaum, or “tribe.” The Nunaris engage primarily in agriculture (wheat, rice, sugar cane, and 
cotton), and most families own small plots of land. Members of the Bhatti tribe constitute the 
largest minority in the village. Although traditionally a warrior tribe, the Bhattis serve in the 
main as the village artisans and craftsmen. 

On my first day in the village I tried explaining in great detail the purposes of my study to the 
village elders and clan leaders. Despite my efforts, most of the elders were perplexed about why 
I wanted to live in their village. As a guest, I was entitled to the hospitality traditionally 
bestowed by Muslim peoples of Asia, and during the first evening I was assigned a place to stay. 
But I was an enigma, for guests leave, and I wanted to remain. I was also perceived as being 
strange, for I was both a non-Muslim and a non-Punjabi, a type of person not heretofore 
encountered by most of the villagers. Although I tried to temper my behavior, there was little I 
could say or do to dissuade my hosts from the view that I embodied the antithesis of Punjabi 
values. While I was able to converse in their language, Jatki, a dialect of western Punjabi, I was 
only able to do so with the ability of a four-year-old. This achievement fell far short of speaking 
the t’et’, or “genuine form,” of the villagers. Their idiom is rich with the terminology of 
agricultural operations and rural life. It is unpretentious, uninflected, and direct, and villagers 
hold high opinions of those who are good with words, who can speak to a point and be 
convincing. Needless to say, my infantile babble realized none of these characteristics and 
evoked no such respect. 

Similarly, even though I wore indigenous dress, I was inept at tying my lungi, or pant cloth. The 
fact that my lungi occasionally fell off and revealed what was underneath gave my neighbors 
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reason to believe that I indeed had no shame and could not control the passions of my nafs, or 
“libidinous nature.” 

This image of a doltish, shameless infidel barely capable of caring for himself lasted for the first 
week of my residence in the village. My inability to distinguish among the five varieties of rice 
and four varieties of lentil grown in the village illustrated that I knew or cared little about nature 
and agricultural enterprise. This display of ignorance only served to confirm the general 
consensus that the mysterious morsels I ate from tin cans labeled “Chef Boy-ar-Dee” were not 
really food at all. Additionally, I did not oil and henna my hair, shave my armpits, or perform 
ablutions, thereby convincing some commentators that I was a member of a species of subhuman 
beings, possessing little in the form of either common or moral sense. That the villagers did not 
quite grant me the status of a person was reflected by their not according me a proper name. In 
the Punjab, a person’s name is equated with honor and respect and is symbolized by his turban. 
A man who does not have a name, or whose name is not recognized by his neighbors, is 
unworthy of respect. For such a man, his turban is said to be either nonexistent or to lie in the 
dust at the feet of others. To be given a name is to have one’s head crowned by a turban, an 
acknowledgment that one leads a responsible and respectable life. Although I repeatedly 
introduced myself as “Rashid Karim,” a fairly decent Pakistani rendering of Richard Kurin, just 
about all the villagers insisted on calling me Angrez (“Englishman”), thus denying me full 
personhood and implicitly refusing to grant me the right to wear a turban. 

As I began to pick up the vernacular, to question villagers about their clan and kinship structure 
and trace out relationships between different families, my image began to change. My drawings 
of kinship diagrams and preliminary census mappings were looked upon not only with wonder 
but also suspicion. My neighbors now began to think there might be a method to my madness. 
And so there was. Now I had become a spy. Of course it took a week for people to figure out 
whom I was supposedly spying for. Located as they were at a crossroads of Asia, at a nexus of 
conflicting geopolitical interests, they had many possibilities to consider. There was a good deal 
of disagreement on the issue, with the vast majority maintaining that I was either an American, 
Russian, or Indian spy. A small, but nonetheless vocal, minority held steadfastly to the belief that 
I was a Chinese spy. I thought it all rather humorous until one day a group confronted me in the 
main square in front of the nine-by-nine-foot mud hut that I had rented. The leader spoke up and 
accused me of spying. The remainder of the group grumbled jahsus! jahsus! (“spy! spy!”), and I 
realized that this ad hoc committee of inquiry had the potential of becoming a mob. 

To be sure, the villagers had good reason to be suspicious. For one, the times were tense in 
Pakistan—a national political crisis gripped the country and the populace had been anxious for 
months over the uncertainty of elections and effective governmental functions. Second, keenly 
aware of their history, some of the villagers did not have to go too far to imagine that I was at the 
vanguard of some invading group that had designs upon their land. Such intrigues, with far 
greater sophistication, had been played out before by nations seeking to expand their power into 
the Punjab. That I possessed a gold seal letter (which no one save myself could read) from the 
University of Chicago to the effect that I was pursuing legitimate studies was not enough to 
convince the crowd that I was indeed an innocent scholar. 
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I repeatedly denied the charge, but to no avail. The shouts of jahsus! jahsus! prevailed. 
Confronted with this I had no choice. 

“Okay,” I said. “I admit it. I am a spy!” 

The crowd quieted for my long-awaited confession. 

“I am a spy and am here to study this village, so that when my country attacks you we will be 
prepared. You see, we will not bomb Lahore or Karachi or Islamabad. Why should we waste our 
bombs on millions of people, on factories, dams, airports, and harbors? No, it is far more 
advantageous to bomb this strategic small village replete with its mud huts, livestock, Persian 
wheels, and one light bulb. And when we bomb this village, it is imperative that we know how 
Allah Ditta is related to Abdullah, and who owns the land near the well, and what your marriage 
customs are.” 

Silence hung over the crowd, and then one by one the assemblage began to disperse. My sarcasm 
had worked. The spy charges were defused. But I was no hero in light of my performance, and so 
I was once again relegated to the status of a nonperson without an identity in the village. 

I remained in limbo for the next week, and although I continued my attempts to collect 
information about village life, I had my doubts as to whether I would ever be accepted by the 
villagers. And then, through no effort of my own, there was a breakthrough, this time due to 
another Allah Ditta, a relative of the village headman and one of my leading accusers during my 
spying days. 

I was sitting on my woven string bed on my porch when Allah Ditta approached, leading his son 
by the neck. “Oh, Angrez!” he yelled, “this worthless son of mine is doing poorly in school. He is 
supposed to be learning English, but he is failing. He has a good mind, but he’s lazy. And his 
teacher is no help, being more intent upon drinking tea and singing film songs than upon 
teaching English. Oh son of an Englishman, do you know English?” 

“Yes, I know English,” I replied, “after all, I am an Angrez. ” 

“Teach him,” Allah Ditta blurted out, without any sense of making a tactful request. 

And so, I spent the next hour with the boy, reviewing his lessons and correcting his 
pronunciation and grammar. As I did so, villagers stopped to watch and listen, and by the end of 
the hour, nearly one hundred people had gathered around, engrossed by this tutoring session. 
They were stupefied. I was an effective teacher, and I actually seemed to know English. The boy 
responded well, and the crowd reached a new consensus. I had a brain. And in recognition of this 
achievement I was given a name—“Ustad Rashid,” or Richard the Teacher. 

Achieving the status of a teacher was only the beginning of my success. The next morning I 
awoke to find the village sugar vendor at my door. He had a headache and wanted to know if I 
could cure him. 
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“Why do you think I can help you?” I asked. 

Bhai Khan answered, “Because you are a ustad, you have a great deal of knowledge.” 

The logic was certainly compelling. If I could teach English, I should be able to cure a headache. 
I gave him two aspirins. 

An hour later, my fame had spread. Bhai Khan had been cured, and he did not hesitate to let 
others know that it was the ustad who had been responsible. By the next day, and in fact for the 
remainder of my stay, I was to see an average of twenty-five to thirty patients a day. I was asked 
to cure everything from coughs and colds to typhoid, elephantiasis, and impotency. Upon 
establishing a flourishing and free medical practice, I received another title, hakim, or 
“physician.” I was not yet an anthropologist, but I was on my way. 

A few days later I took on yet another role. One of my research interests involved tracing out 
patterns of land ownership and inheritance. While working on the problem of figuring out who 
owned what, I was approached by the village watchman. He claimed he had been swindled in a 
land deal and requested my help. As the accused was not another villager, I agreed to present the 
watchman’s case to the local authorities. 

Somehow, my efforts managed to achieve results. The plaintiff’s grievance was redressed, and I 
was given yet another title in the village—wakil, or “lawyer.” And in the weeks that followed, I 
was steadily called upon to read, translate, and advise upon various court orders that affected the 
lives of the villagers. 

My roles as teacher, doctor, and lawyer not only provided me with an identity but also facilitated 
my integration into the economic structure of the community. As my imputed skills offered my 
neighbors services not readily available in the village, I was drawn into exchange relationships 
known as seipi. Seipi refers to the barter system of goods and services among village farmers, 
craftsmen, artisans, and other specialists. Every morning Roshan the milkman would deliver 
fresh milk to my hut. Every other day Hajam Ali the barber would stop by and give me a shave. 
My next-door neighbor, Nura the cobbler, would repair my sandals when required. Ghulam the 
horse-cart driver would transport me to town when my motor scooter was in disrepair. The 
parents of my students would send me sweets and sometimes delicious meals. In return, none of 
my neighbors asked for direct payment for the specific actions performed. Rather, as they told 
me, they would call upon me when they had need of my services. And they did. Nura needed 
cough syrup for his children, the milkman’s brother needed a job contact in the city, students 
wanted to continue their lessons, and so on. Through seipi relations, various neighbors gave 
goods and services to me, and I to them. 

Even so, I knew that by Punjabi standards I could never be truly accepted into village life 
because I was not a member of either the Nunari or Bhatti tribe. As the villagers would say, 
“You never really know who a man is until you know who his grandfather and his ancestors 
were.” And to know a person’s grandfather or ancestors properly, you had to be a member of the 
same or a closely allied tribe. 
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The Nunari tribe is composed of a number of groups. The nucleus consists of four clans—Naul, 
Vadel, Sadan, and More—each named for one of four brothers thought to have originally 
founded the tribe. Clan members are said to be related by blood ties, also called pag da sak, or 
“ties of the turban.” In sharing the turban, members of each clan share the same name. Other 
clans, unrelated by ties of blood to these four, have become attached to this nucleus through a 
history of marital relations or of continuous political and economic interdependence. Marital 
relations, called gag da sak, or “ties of the skirt,” are conceived of as relations in which alienable 
turbans (skirts) in the form of women are exchanged with other, non-turban-sharing groups. 
Similarly, ties of political and economic domination and subordination are thought of as relations 
in which the turban of the client is given to that of the patron. A major part of my research work 
was concerned with reconstructing how the four brothers formed the Nunari tribe, how additional 
clans became associated with it, and how clan and tribal identity were defined by nomenclature, 
codes of honor, and the symbols of sharing and exchanging turbans. 

To approach these issues I set out to reconstruct the genealogical relationships within the tribe 
and between the various clans. I elicited genealogies from many of the villagers and questioned 
older informants about the history of the Nunari tribe. Most knew only bits and pieces of this 
history, and after several months of interviews and research, I was directed to the tribal 
genealogists. These people, usually not Nunaris themselves, perform the service of memorizing 
and then orally relating the history of the tribe and the relationships among its members. The 
genealogist in the village was an aged and arthritic man named Hedayat, who in his later years 
was engaged in teaching the Nunari genealogy to his son, who would then carry out the 
traditional and hereditary duties of his position. 

The villagers claimed that Hedayat knew every generation of the Nunari from the present to the 
founding brothers and even beyond. So I invited Hedayat to my hut and explained my purpose. 

“Do you know Allah Ditta son of Rohm?” I asked. 

“Yes, of course,” he replied. 

“Who was Rohm’s father?” I continued. 

“Shahadat Mohammad,” he answered. 

“And his father?” 

“Hamid.” 

“And his?” 

“Chigatah,” he snapped without hesitation. 

I was now quite excited, for no one else in the village had been able to recall an ancestor of this 
generation. My estimate was that Chigatah had been born sometime between 1850 and 1870. But 
Hedayat went on. 
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“Chigatah’s father was Kamal. And Kamal’s father was Nanak. And Nanak’s father was Sikhu. 
And before him was Dargai, and before him Maiy. And before him was Siddiq. And Siddiq’s 
father was Nur. And Nur’s Asmat. And Asmat was of Channa. And Channa of Nau. And Nau of 
Bhatta. And Bhatta was the son of Koduk.” 

Hedayat had now recounted sixteen generations of lineal ascendants related through the turban. 
Koduk was probably born in the sixteenth century. But still Hedayat continued. 

“Sigun was the father of Koduk. And Man the father of Sigun. And before Man was his father 
Maneswar. And Maneswar’s father was the founder of the clan, Naul.” 

This then was a line of the Naul clan of the Nunari tribe, ascending twenty-one generations from 
the present descendants (Allah Ditta’s son) to the founder, one of four brothers who lived 
perhaps in the fifteenth century. I asked Hedayat to recite genealogies of the other Nunari clans, 
and he did, with some blanks here and there, ending with Vadel, More, and Saddan, the other 
three brothers who formed the tribal nucleus. I then asked the obvious question, “Hedayat, who 
was the father of these four brothers? Who is the founding ancestor of the Nunari tribe?” 

“The father of these brothers was not a Muslim. He was an Indian rajput [chief]. The tribe 
actually begins with the conversion of the four brothers,” Hedayat explained. 

“Well then,” I replied, “who was this Indian chief?” 

“He was a famous and noble chief who fought against the Moguls. His name was Raja Kurin, 
who lived in a massive fort in Kurinnagar, about twenty-seven miles from Delhi.” 

“What!” I asked, both startled and unsure of what I had heard. 

“Raja Kurin is the father of the brothers who make up—” 

“But his name! It’s the same as mine,” I stammered. “Hedayat, my name is Richard Kurin. What 
a coincidence! Here I am living with your tribe thousands of miles from my home and it turns 
out that I have the same name as the founder of the tribe! Do you think I might be related to Raja 
Kurin and the Nunaris?” 

Hedayat looked at me, but only for an instant. Redoing his turban, he tilted his head skyward, 
smiled, and asked, “What is the name of your father?” 

I had come a long way. I now had a name that could be recognized and respected, and as I 
answered Hedayat, I knew that I had finally and irrevocably fit into “my” village. Whether by 
fortuitous circumstances or by careful manipulation, my neighbors had found a way to take an 
invading city person intent on studying their life and transform him into one of their own, a full 
person entitled to wear a turban for participating in, and being identified with, that life. As has 
gone on for centuries in the region, once again the new and exogenous had been recast into 
something Punjabi. 
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Epilogue: 

There is no positive evidence linking the Nunaris to a historical Raja Kurin, although there are 
several famous personages identified by that name (also transcribed as Karan and Kurran). 
Estimated from the genealogy recited by Hedayat, the founding of the tribe by four brothers 
appears to have occurred sometime between 440 and 640 years ago, depending on the interval 
assumed for each generation. On that basis, the most likely candidate for Nunari progenitor 
(actual or imputed) is Raja Karan, ruler of Anhilvara (Gujerat), who was defeated by the Khilji 
Ala-ud-Din in 1297 and again in 1307. Although this is slightly earlier than suggested by the 
genealogical data, such genealogies are often telescoped or otherwise unreliable. 

Nevertheless, several aspects of Hedayat’s account make this association doubtful. Hedayat 
clearly identifies Raja Kurin’s conquerors as Moguls, whereas the Gujerati Raja Karan was 
defeated by the Khiljis. Second, Hedayat places the Nunari ancestor’s kingdom only twenty-
seven miles from Delhi. The Gujerati Raja Karan ruled several kingdoms, none closer than 
several hundred miles to Delhi. 

Other circumstances, however, offer support for this identification of the Nunari ancestor. 
According to Hedayat, Raja Kurin’s father was named Kam Deo. Although the historical figure 
was the son of Serung Deo, the use of “Deo,” a popular title for the rajas of the Vaghela and 
Solonki dynasties, does seem to place the Nunari fonder in the context of medieval Gujerat. 
Furthermore, Hedayat clearly identifies the saint (pir) said to have initiated the conversion of the 
Nunaris to Islam. This saint, Mukhdum-i-Jehaniyan, was a contemporary of the historical Raja 
Karan. 

Also of interest, but as yet unexplained, is that several other groups living in Nunari settlement 
areas specifically claim to be descended from Raja Karan of Gujerat, who is said to have 
migrated northward into the Punjab after his defeat. Controverting this theory, the available 
evidence indicates that Raja Karan fled, not toward the Punjab, but rather southward to the 
Deccan, and that his patriline ended with him. It is his daughter, Deval Devi who is remembered: 
she is the celebrated heroine of “Ashiqa,” a famous Urdu poem written by Amir Khusrau in 
1316. She was married to Khizr Khan, the son of Karan’s conqueror; nothing is known of her 
progeny. 

 


